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CHAPTER 1

Context 
Overview

One of our deepest needs is for a sense of 
identity and belonging. A common de-
nominator in this is human attachment 
to landscape and how we find identity 
and belonging in landscape and place.



 Landscape therefore is not simply what we see, but a way of 
seeing: we see it with our eyes but interpret it with our mind 
and ascribe values to landscape for intangible reasons. Simi-
larly, our sense of place can be defined physically, emotionally 
and spiritually. The extent to which belonging is predicated on 
a connection with place the landscape which defines place is 
the focus of this Context. 

From our earliest days the stories we are told and the ones we 
go on to read ourselves help shape the readers and writers 
that we become. From the classics to the Canon to multi-
modal texts, writing informs the way we see the world and the 
way we represent our ideas in prose. With the introduction of 
the VCE English course, accredited in its current form until 
2014, Year 11 and Year 12 students are given an opportunity to 
explore texts in a stimulating, engaging and thought provok-
ing way and to showcase their own writing skills in response.

This area of study centres around reading and writing and ex-
plores their interconnection.  Both these skills are integral to 
the study of the subject English and literature more broadly. 
By reading we are exposed to the author’s views and values 
and are encouraged to identify our response to them. Our ex-
pression of this response becomes our contribution to the dis-
course and engages us in the process of creating and present-
ing. This area of study will expose students to a range of texts 
associated with the Context ‘Place and Belonging’. Students 
will read these texts and work in collaboration to identify, dis-
cuss and analyse ideas, values, perspectives and arguments 
embedded within them.

Having explored these ideas and reflected on the intent of the 
author(s) in shaping their writing, students will then draw on 
the ideas and/or arguments they have gained from the texts 
studied to construct their own texts. On completion of this 
Context study, student should be able to create written texts 
for a specified audience and purpose; and to discuss and ana-
lyse in writing their decisions about form, language, audience, 
purpose and context. 

This task requires the careful balance of three crucial ele-
ments: students must respond to the prompt given, address-
ing its central ideas; the writing must be coherently con-
structed, appropriate to the specified audience, follow the con-
ventions of formal writing and use precise and skillfully 
crafted language; students must also ensure that they are 
drawing either implicitly or explicitly from the nominated 
text. The successful balancing of these three elements will re-
sult in a high-scoring response. 

Failure to achieve this balance will result in a less well scoring 
response. A student who draws explicitly from the text but 
fails to address the prompt or write well will see this reflected 
in their score. Similarly a brilliantly written piece of prose that 
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fails to address the prompt and does not show either explicit 
or implicit reference to the text will also score poorly. The aim 
must be a fluid balancing of all three crucial elements.

The texts which will be studied in 2012 as part of the Context 
‘Place and Belonging’ include ‘The Secret River’ by Kate Gren-
ville, ‘The Tall Man’ by Chloe Hooper and the film ‘One Night 
the Moon’ directed by Rachel Perkins. These texts have a 
strong indigenous focus and at the same time their themes ex-
tend beyond the Australian narrative to explore fundamental 
questions of identity, common humanity and our need to be 
part of a community of people. They also drive at the funda-
mental question of landscape and place and what it means to 
truly belong. These texts will be supplemented by a range of 
other texts, both written and visual, designed to assist stu-
dents in shaping their own response to the Context.
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CHAPTER 2

‘First 
Australians’

The SBS Series ‘First Australians’ chroni-
cles the birth of contemporary Australia 
from the perspective of its first people. 
‘First Australians’ explores what unfolds 
when the oldest living culture in the 
world is overrun by the world’s greatest 
empire. 



Over seven episodes, ‘First Australians’ depicts the true sto-
ries of individuals – both black and white – caught in an epic 
drama of friendship, revenge, loss and victory in Australia’s 
most transformative period of history.

The story begins in 1788 in Sydney, with the friendship be-
tween an Englishmen (Governor Phillip) and a warrior (Benne-
long) and ends in 1993 with Koiki Mabo’s legal challenge to 
the foundation of Australia. ‘First Australians’ chronicles the 
collision of two worlds and the genesis of a new nation.

Episode 1 - ‘They Have Come To Stay - Sydney and New South 
Wales 1788– 1824’

The first Australians and the British, the most powerful Em-
pire in history, come face to face in Sydney on 26 January 
1788. Their differences are immense but apprehension quickly 
turns to curiosity. Friendships form, some between powerful 
men such as Governor Arthur Phillip and the Aboriginal Ben-
nelong. But by the time this pair leaves for London three years 
later, relations between the two races have soured. The blood-
shed worsens as settlers spread out across the land.

1.! The opening only briefly considers the nature of the First 
Australians before the arrival of the First Fleet in 1788. What 
can we assume about these aspects of Aboriginal life:

2.! What is the nature of the first contact – how do people 
respond to each other? Why? 

3.! The film focuses on two men: Phillip and Bennelong. De-
scribe the qualities that each man shows. 

4.! How might these two men influence the contact between 
the First Australians and the newcomers? 

5.! What is Bennelong’s role in the new settlement? Why is 
he such an important figure in this narrative? 

6.! Up to December 1790 relations seem to be amicable. 
Why? 

7.! The situation changes when Pemulwuy kills McEvoy. 
Why does Pemulwuy kill him? 

8.! What happens when the settlers move into the new land? 
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CHAPTER 3

‘The Secret 
River’

‘The Secret River’ is part of a trilogy 
about early Australia (along with ‘The 
Lieutenant ’ , publ ished in 2008, 
and ‘Sarah Thornhill’, published in Aus-
tralia in September 2011).  The story is 
set in the early nineteenth century in the 
years after the arrival of the First Fleet. 



The s tory centres 
around the character 
of William Thornhill, 
an illiterate bargeman 
on the Thames. Hav-
ing stolen a loaf of 
bread, Thornhill is sen-
tenced to hang. His 
sentence is commuted 
to Life and he is trans-
ported, along with his 
pregnant wife and son 
to New South Wales in 
1806. 

In order to support 
the nascent economy of the new settlement, many convicts are 
pardoned after a few years and Thornhill soon finds himself a 
free man. He settles on the banks of the Hawkesbury River, 
north of Sydney Cove and begins transporting produce and 
goods from the port of Sydney to the various settlements 
along the Hawkesbury. 

Thornhill stakes his claim to Thornhill’s Point by establishing 
a hut, clearing land and planting crops.  From the perspective 
of most of the settles, the land is  unclaimed and uninhabited 
by civilised people. The truth is very different. The Hawkes-
bury has been part of the territory of the Darug people for 
over forty thousand years. Their claim on the land exists in 
their ancestral connection to it and not the fences, roads or 

houses that the settlers regard as civilisation. Thornhill is pre-
sented with an impossible choice: abandon Thornhill’s Point 
and everything it represents or fight to retain his claim on the 
land.

‘The Secret River’ won the Commonwealth Prize for Litera-
ture, the NSW Premier's Prize for Fiction, the Fellowship of 
Australian Writers Prize and the Publishing Industry Book of 
the Year Award. It was shortlisted for the Miles Franklin 
Award and the Man Booker Prize and long-listed for the IM-
PAC Dublin prize.

The following questions relate directly to 'The Secret River' 
and the application of the Context to this text.
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Strangers

What perspective does this first part of the book offer on the 
importance of place - both the place where Thornhill has 
come from and the place where he has now been sent?

What is the significance of Thornhill's initial encounter with 
the indigenous population and the mimicking of Thornhill's 
instruction "Be off!"?

Part One - London

Describe the London of Thornhill's childhood and youth. 
What view does Thornhill have of Swan Lane and Sal's home 
and how does this add to his desperation when the Middleton 
home is lost?

Part Two - Sydney

How does Grenville present contrasting views of ownership 
and belonging between the indigenous population and the 
colonisers?

Describe Thornhill's first encounter with the Hawkesbury 
River? How does he view the river?

Blackwood talks to Thornhill "Got my place up there a ways". 
Describe the "piercing hunger in his guts" that Thornhill feels 
the first time he imagines owning Thornhill's Point.

In what way are Sal's dreams and Thornhill's dreams the 
same?

What role do the children play in changing Sal and Thornhill's 
perspective on place?

Part Three - A Clearing in the Forest

Explain Sal's attachment "to the place she had come from".

Thornhill keeps repeating to himself "My Place. Thornhill's 
place." What does he mean by his reflection "But the wind in 
the leaves up on the ridge was saying something else entirely."

Describe Thornhill's encounter with "them savages" at Thorn-
hill's Point.
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Thornhill claims his place by making a clearing and planting 
crop. What marks the 'ownership' of the land by the indige-
nous population?

Part 4 - A Hundred Acres

Thornhill conceded "It took him some time to admit to him-
self that his hundred acres no longer felt quite his own." What 
has led to this realisation?

Contrast Thornhill's interactions with the indigenous popula-
tion with Sal's. What might account for this difference? Why 
does Dick's playing with the native children disturb Thornhill 
so much?

Blackwood's view of the indigenous population is "I find them 
quiet and peaceable folk." What do we learn about Black-
wood's association with the indigenous people that explains 
this and how does Thornhill react to this knowledge?

For the Thornhill children, home is Thornhill's Point. What 
does this suggest about the importance of place to each genera-
tion and how this might change?

Thornhill acknowledges "The blacks were farmers no less than 
the white men where." How does he continue to justify his be-
haviour after this realisation?

Part 5 - Drawing the Line

The attack on the Webb property is the first in a string of "out-
rages and depredations that March of 1814." What response 
does it prompt from the other settlers and why?

For Thornhill, abandoning Thornhill's Point "would feel like 
giving up a child". Why is his attachment to this place so 
strong?

Part 6 - The Secret River

What does the incident at Darkey Creek represent for Thorn-
hill?

9

Artist Rendition of an Encounter between settlers and indigenous  
Australians.



Sal visits the camp and says to Thornhill "They was here like 
you and me was in London. Just the exact same way." What 
view of place is Sal articulating?

At what point in the story is the final series of events put in 
motion? Is it the attack on the Webbs, Darkey Creek, Sag-
gitty's death, or much earlier?

Thornhill feels he is being forced to choose "between his wife 
and his place" and that "Their lives... had somehow brought 
them to this: waiting for the tide to turn, so they could go and 
do what only the worst of men would do." What choice is 
Thornhill actually being presented with and to what extent is 
he responsible for the crossroads at which he finds himself?

Thornhill focuses on Saggitty rather than the blue water of the 
Lagoon at Blackwood's. Why?

Thornhill's Place

How does Thornhill end each day? What is he waiting/ watch-
ing for?
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CHAPTER 4

‘Searching 
for the Secret 
River’

In a unique insight into the writer’s craft, 
Kate Grenville documented her research 
for ‘The Secret River’ in her subsequently 
published book ‘Searching for the Secret 
River’. Grenville meticulously describes 
her quest to find her convict ancestors 
and uncover the true story of Solomon 
Wiseman (the basis for the fictional Wil-
liam Thornhill character).



 Grenville explains that the impetus to research Wiseman’s 
story which led to the writing of ‘The Secret River’ began on 
28th May, 2000 when Grenville along with over 200,000 
other people marched across Sydney Harbour Bridge in sup-
port of the idea of reconciliation between black and white Aus-
tralians. Towards the end of the walk, on the southern end of 
the bridge, Grenville noticed a group of Aboriginal people lean-
ing against the railings watching the marchers pass by. Her 
eyes meet that of an aboriginal woman. Grenville writes: 

“Our eyes met and we shared one of those moments of inten-
sity – a pulse of connectedness. We smiled, held each other’s 
gaze, I think perhaps we gestured with our hands, the begin-
ning of a wave. It should have made me feel even better about 
what I was doing, but it sent a sudden blade of cold into my 
warm inner glow. This woman’s ancestors had been in Austra-
lia for a long time. Sixty thousand years was the current fig-
ure. Her ancestors might have been living on the shores of Syd-
ney Harbour when the First Fleet sailed in. The blade I was 
feeling was the knowledge that my ancestor had been here 
too. Solomon Wiseman hadn’t arrived on that first convoy, 
but he’d arrived within twenty years of it. His ship would have 
anchored in this bay. He’d have come ashore right underneath 
where an Aboriginal woman and I were exchanging smiles. 
What if my great-great-great grandfather had glanced up and 
seen her great-great-great grandfather standing on a rock 
watching the new arrivals? I didn’t know much about what 
had gone on between the Aboriginal people and the settlers in 
those early days. And yet I was sure that Solomon Wiseman 

wouldn’t have smiled and waved at any Aboriginal man watch-
ing him come ashore… In that instant of putting my own an-
cestor together with this woman’s ancestor, everything swiv-
elled: the country, the place, my sense of myself in it.”
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CHAPTER 5

The 
Hawkesbury 
River

The Aboriginal name for the Hawkesbury 
River is Deerubbin, which is believed to 
mean 'wide, deep water'. The Kuring-gai 
people are the traditional owners of Bro-
ken Bay and the river's mouth, while the 
Hawkesbury's western reaches lie in the 
Dharug territory of the Cumberland 
Plains, and the northern bank between 
Wisemans Ferry and Wilberforce is Dark-



In March 1788, little more than a month after the arrival of 
the First Fleet, Governor Arthur Phillip led an expedition 
which explored the mouth of the Hawkesbury as far as Dangar 
Island. In 1789 a second expedition reached as far as Wise-
man’s Ferry. It was during this expedition that the river was 
named in honour of Lord Hawkesbury, the president of the 
Board of Trade in Britain.

Later that same year, Governor Phillip returned to the 
Hawkesbury on a third expedition and reached further up the 
river in search of farmland to support the nascent colony.

From the early 1800s until the 1940s the river was an impor-
tant transport route with boats carrying produce from the fer-
tile river farmland to Sydney.

The first regular crossing of the river was made at Wisemans 
Ferry in 1827 by Solomon Wiseman (Kate Grenville’s great-
great-great grandfather and the inspiration for the character 
of William Thornhill).
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CHAPTER 6

‘Sarah 
Thornhill’

In her latest book ‘Sarah Thornhill’, Kate 
Grenville returns to the family at the cen-
tre of her best-known work, the interna-
tionally bestselling novel ‘The Secret 
River’. She discusses writing about colo-
nial Australia and the allure of taking up 
where her last novel left off with Ramona 
Koval of The Book Show as part of the 
2011 Melbourne Writer’s Festival.

MOVIE 6.1 Kate Grenville in Conversation



CHAPTER 7

Landscape 
Memory

‘Any landscape is a condition of the 
spirit.’ 

Henri Frédéric Amiel

The connections between landscape and 
identity, and hence memory, thought, 
and comprehension are fundamental to 
our understanding of landscape and a hu-
man sense of place. 



Landscape is a ubiquitous word in English and other Euro-
pean languages with origins in Anglo-German language dating 
back to c.500AD in Europe. Historically landscape meant a 
clearing in the forest with animals, huts, fields, fences. It was 
essentially a peasant landscape carved out of the original for-
est or wilderness. Therefore Landscape from its beginnings 
has meant a man-made artifact with associated cultural proc-
ess values. In embracing a landscape do we always view it 
from the perspective of what it can offer us in return and how 
it can contribute to our cultural life? If we appreciate the 
beauty or significance of a landscape for no other reason that 
its existence as such, are we understanding it in a different 
way and accepting that it is imbued with the intangible?

Landscape, like stories, are vessels that contain layers of mean-
ing and truth and represent different things to different peo-
ple across the ages. Its significance may lie in ancestral heri-
tage or what a landscape represents at a moment in time. We 
come to our understanding of landscape and place, defined as 
we are in all aspects of our lives by our views, values, cultural 
upbringing, social interactions and individual aspirations. 
And in the same way that we can each view a landscape differ-
ently, we can also leave with differing memories of landscape. 
But memory of landscape is not always associated with pleas-
ure. It can be associated sometimes with loss, with pain, with 
social fracture and sense of belonging gone, although the mem-
ory remains, albeit poignantly. 

Margaret Drabbl in A Writer’s Britain: Landscape in Litera-
ture referring to Virginia Woolf’s sense of loss of a loved place 
vividly expresses this emotional sense of landscape lost:

“The past lives on in art and memory, but it is not static: it 
shifts and changes as the present throws its shadow back-
wards. The landscape also changes ,but far more slowly; it is a 
living link between what we were and what we have become. 
This is one of the reasons why we feel such a profound and ap-
parently disproportionate anguish when a loved landscape is 
altered out of recognition; we lose not only a place, but our-
selves, a continuity between the shifting phases of our life.”

A common theme underpinning the concept of the ideology of 
landscape itself as the setting for everything we do is that of 
the landscape as the repository of intangible values and hu-
man meanings that nurture our very existence. This is why 
landscape and memory are inseparable because landscape is 
the nerve centre of our personal and collective memories. 

We can see therefore that both tangible physical identity and 
intangible identity related to the distinctiveness of our lived-
in world and human experiences are inextricably inter-woven 
with place meaning and significance for people and the sym-
bols, images, and meanings associated with places/
landscapes. 
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CHAPTER 8

Unsettling 
the Settler

Kate Grenville presented a lecture as part 
of the Australian Psychoanalytic Society’s 
annual conference, 22nd July 2006, on 
the theme “Unsettling the Settler: His-
tory, Culture, Race and the Australian 
Self”. In it Grenville discusses the process 
of writing ‘The Secret River’ and the ques-
tions it raised for her as a descendent of 
the first settlers. 

http://kategrenville.com/node/73
http://kategrenville.com/node/73
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http://kategrenville.com/node/73
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She also suggests that for non-indigenous Australians, our 
sense of place and belonging must be earned. Grenville writes: 
“We’re immigrants here, and our connection to the place goes 
back at most five generations. In our immigrant anxiety to “be-
long”, we’ve tried to leapfrog over the knowledge that we don’t 
– not automatically.  We’ve worked hard to prove how much 
we belong, and so the not-belonging has never had a chance to 
be worked through.”

Kate Grenville reminds us that the struggles of immigrants to 
adapt to their new land started a very long time ago. Grenville 
also broadens the discussion of place and belonging by sug-
gesting that our treatment of new immigrants and indeed refu-
gees is a response in fear – the same fear white settles felt at 
the presence of the indigenous population.
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CHAPTER 9

‘The Tall 
Man’

Chloe Hooper, writing for The Monthly 
magazine in June 2006, reported on the 
inquest into the death on Palm Island in 
2004 of Cameron Doomadgee. Her re-
port won her a Walkley Award.
‘The Tall Man’ explores many themes - 
the uneasy relationship between Aborigi-
nal and non-Aboriginal Australians, the 
legacy of our cruel history, the poverty 
and problems that beset many remote 
Aboriginal communities, the unequal ap-
plication of justice.



Hooper explores the tragic 
circumstances that follow 
Doomadgee’s death as his 
partner of 10 years, Tracy 
Twaddle, and his remain-
ing siblings try to go on. 
Doomadgee was 36 years 
old when he died. The po-
liceman, Senior Sergeant 
Chris Hurley was consid-

ered an ambitious young man who had already served in sev-
eral Aboriginal communities and had been stationed on Palm 
Island for two years. According to Hurley, Doomadgee had 
sworn and shown disrespect to Lloyd Bengaroo, the police 
aide assisting Hurley. According to other witnesses, 
Doomadgee had been singing the Baha Men song ‘Who Let 
The Dogs Out?’ as he walked away.

Hurley put Doomadgee in the back of the vehicle with Patrick 
Nugent, who had been arrested for being abusive. At the po-
lice station, Hurley alleged, Doomadgee had hit him as he 
came out of the vehicle and the two had struggled to the door, 
where they had fallen over the step. He denied intentionally 
hurting Doomadgee in any way.

The autopsy showed that the dead man had suffered a black 
eye and bruising, a liver torn almost in two, four broken ribs, 
and a ruptured portal vein. This news enraged the islanders 
and the rioting and burning that followed exposed the deep di-

visions between the community and police, and demonstrated 
the community's lack of belief in the likelihood of justice.

Following the Coroner's opinion that Hurley was to blame for 
Doomadgee's death, a decision was made by the Director of 
Public Prosecutions not to recommend charges against him. 
After a public outcry, Queensland's Attorney-General, Kerry 
Shine, intervened and a review of evidence by the former 
NSW chief justice Laurence Street led to Hurley becoming the 
first policeman in Australia to be charged in relation to a black 
death in custody. However, he was found not guilty of assault 
or of manslaughter.

Chloe Hooper discusses the writing of her new non-fiction 
book ‘The Tall Man’ with former Monthly editor Sally War-
haft, July 2008. 

Articles by Chloe Hooper

‘Freedom’, by Chloe Hooper, The Monthly, May 2005.

‘Inside Palm Island’s Heart of Darkness’, by Chloe Hooper, 
The Monthly, June, 2006.

‘Who let the dogs out: Palm Island after the inquest into a 
death in custody’, by Chloe Hooper, The Monthly, November 
2006.

A Review of ‘The Tall Man’

‘Universal theme in Chloe Hooper’s ‘The Tall Man’, Brisbane 
Courier Mail, 28 June 2008.
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CHAPTER 10

‘One Night 
the Moon’

Set in outback Australia in the early 
1930s, a young girl steps out of her bed-
room window to follow the moon. 



Her parents spend the night searching for her in landscape 
that is both unforgiving and unfamiliar. The police suggest 
bringing in the local Aboriginal tracker, but the father revolts 
insisting “no blackfella is to set foot on my land.” The father 
and his neighbours begin a search as hope begins to slowly 
fade of finding the child alive.

With her daughter still missing, the mother decides to take 
matters in her own hand, putting aside her own judgement 
and prejudice and appealing to the tracker to find her daugh-
ter. 

‘One Night the Moon’ is based on the true story of Aboriginal 
Tracker Riley in Dubbo in the 1930s, who was awarded the 
King’s Medal for his services to the Police Force. His grand-
son, Michael Riley, directed the documentary Black Tracker in 
1997, which became the inspiration for ‘One Night the Moon’.
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CHAPTER 11

‘Saying Sorry’

On 13th February 2008 then Prime Minis-
ter Kevin Rudd offered a broad apology 
in Federal Parliament to all Aborigines 
and the Stolen Generations for their "pro-
found grief, suffering and loss". 



The statement was greeted by a standing ovation. Thousands 
of Aboriginal Australians gathered in Canberra to watch the 
historic apology, which was televised around the nation and 
shown at special outdoor settings in remote indigenous com-
munities. Many of those watching had personal experience of 
the forcible removal of Aboriginal people, and there were emo-
tional scenes as the apology was delivered.

"I give notice that, at the next sitting, I will move:

That today we honour the Indigenous peoples of this land, the 
oldest continuing cultures in human history. We reflect on 
their past mistreatment. We reflect in particular on the mis-
treatment of those who were Stolen Generations - this blem-
ished chapter in our nation's history. The time has now come 
for the nation to turn a new page in Australia's history by right-
ing the wrongs of the past and so moving forward with confi-

dence to the future. We apologise for the laws and policies of 
successive Parliaments and governments that have inflicted 
profound grief, suffering and loss on these our fellow Austra-
lians. We apologise especially for the removal of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander children from their families, their 
communities and their country. For the pain, suffering and 
hurt of these Stolen Generations, their descendants and for 
their families left behind, we say sorry. To the mothers and 
the fathers, the brothers and the sisters, for the breaking up of 
families and communities, we say sorry. And for the indignity 
and degradation thus inflicted on a proud people and a proud 
culture, we say sorry. We the Parliament of Australia respect-
fully request that this apology be received in the spirit in 
which it is offered as part of the healing of the nation. For the 
future we take heart; resolving that this new page in the his-
tory of our great continent can now be written. We today take 
this first step by acknowledging the past and laying claim to a 
future that embraces all Australians. A future where this Par-
liament resolves that the injustices of the past must never, 
never happen again. A future where we harness the determina-
tion of all Australians, Indigenous and non-Indigenous, to 
close the gap that lies between us in life expectancy, educa-
tional achievement and economic opportunity. A future where 
we embrace the possibility of new solutions to enduring prob-
lems where old approaches have failed. A future based on mu-
tual respect, mutual resolve and mutual responsibility. A fu-
ture where all Australians, whatever their origins, are truly 
equal partners, with equal opportunities and with an equal 
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stake in shaping the next chapter in the history of this great 
country, Australia."

Kate Grenville offered her view on the Rudd apology in an 
opinion piece for The Guardian newspaper (14/2/010) enti-
tled ‘A true apology to Aboriginal people means action as 
well’.

“Two years ago I stood with thousands of others on the lawns 
outside Parliament House in Canberra and watched on a giant 
screen as, inside the building, our new Labor party prime min-
ister did something his conservative predecessor had refused 
to do: he apologised to the Aboriginal people of Australia.

Around me in the crowd were many Aboriginal people. By the 
end of Kevin Rudd's speech most of them were in tears. Rudd 
wasn't apologising for the whole sorry mess that is the history 

of colonialism in Australia. His apology was specifically for 
the removal of Aboriginal children from their families, govern-
ment policy for many years during the 19th and 20th centu-
ries. Many of those people weeping quietly around me had suf-
fered that most primal of dispossessions.

Rudd's speech ended on a cautious note: "We take this first 
step … in laying claim to a future where we embrace the possi-
bility of new solutions to enduring problems …" Two years 
later, how does it look? Any new solutions to those old prob-
lems?

Rudd was right to be cautious; indigenous people are still 
hugely disadvantaged. They are much more likely than non-
indigenous Australians to suffer preventable illnesses, die 
young, be in jail, be illiterate and live in unacceptable condi-
tions. Promised reform in housing, health and education is 
moving with glacial slowness. Government support is often in-
adequate, and lacking in understanding and willingness to lis-
ten.

Public outrage about the "stolen generations" has faded. A 
backlash, led by revisionist academics, has gained a public 
voice, arguing that no children were forcibly taken and more 
generally that non-indigenous Australians have nothing to 
apologise for. The issue of compensation is still contentious.

The most recent "intervention" was a radical policy by the pre-
vious government as a response to reports of high levels of vio-
lence on some remote indigenous communities. It was widely 
perceived as clumsy, insensitive, insulting to functional com-
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munities and in many ways ineffective. In order to specifically 
target indigenous communities, it suspended the Racial Dis-
crimination Act.

One of the accusations directed at the Rudd government is 
that, in spite of grand words about the "healing of the nation", 
it has continued the intervention. So was the apology just hot 
air, a cynical exercise in spin?

The Rudd government can't point to any spectacular policy 
changes or huge improvement in outcomes. But there has 
been some movement. The Racial Discrimination Act has 
been reinstated, so that income management of those on wel-
fare no longer applies only to indigenous recipients. Over a bil-
lion extra dollars has been allocated to indigenous housing. 
There's been an unprecedented amount of consultation with 
indigenous groups, and a recognition that a "one size fits all" 
approach doesn't work.

When you spend even a short time among indigenous people, 
especially in remote Australia, you start to see just how tan-
gled the problems are.

Take housing. Some indigenous communities are deeply di-
vided about what should be built, where and for whom. 
Threading a way through local politics is fraught with prob-
lems. As well, indigenous people often wish to live in extended 
families, but there are, traditionally, forbidden relationships. 
For example, a mother–in-law and a son-in-law can't share a 
space or even make eye contact. That makes housing not a sim-
ple matter.

When a person dies in a house, continuing to live there can be 
an issue – traditionally the people would move away. Housing 
policy has to accommodate people who wish to live "between 
places" rather than staying put. The idea of individual owner-
ship – of a house or land – isn't part of traditional culture and 
is a goal many indigenous people have no interest in. Add to 
all this the fact that many people in remote communities 
speak little English, and you end up with a situation where the 
provision of desperately needed housing isn't as simple as it 
might first appear.

When a culture has been as thoroughly disrupted as indige-
nous culture has been by European colonisation over the last 
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200 years, the damage can't be easily reversed. That culture, 
and the hunter-gatherer life it sprang from, can't be put back 
the way it was. At the same time, it can't be erased: "assimila-
tion" isn't the way to go. Between these extremes, indigenous 
communities are trying different ways to accommodate 
change as well as retain tradition.

Something unexpected and positive is happening: Aboriginal 
voices in mainstream media. Our richest literary prize was re-
cently won by Alexis Wright, an indigenous woman, for a 
novel – Carpentaria – that fuses indigenous and European sto-
rytelling ways. Samson and Delilah, by indigenous director 
Warwick Thornton, a film about young love in a troubled out-
back community, won eight Australian Film Institute awards 
and the Camera d'Or prize at Cannes and has reached big 
mainstream audiences.

All that has nothing directly to do with what Rudd said in par-
liament two years ago. Nothing his government has done 
since has so far made much difference. Symbolic acts don't 
change anything, and they're never enough. But this one was 
an overdue and necessary first step.”
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CHAPTER 12

Assessment

Students will be asked to draw on ideas 
and/or arguments suggested by a chosen 
Context to create a response for a speci-
fied audience and purpose; and to dis-
cuss and analyse in writing their deci-
sions about form, purpose, language, 
audience and context. Students may 
choose to write in an expository, persua-
sive or imaginative style.



You will be assessed against the following criteria:

• understanding and effective exploration of the ideas, and/or 
arguments relevant to the prompt;

• effective use of detail and ideas drawn from the selected text 
as appropriate to the task;

• development in the writing of a coherent and effective struc-
ture in response to the task, showing an understanding of 
the relationship between purpose, form, language and audi-
ence;

• controlled use of language appropriate to the purpose, form 
and audience.
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CHAPTER 13

Context 
Prompts
1. ‘In order to truly belong we must have a sense of 

who and where we are.’
2. ‘We are defined by the degree to which we are  

accepted and belong to a community.’
3. ‘Life is a constant quest for a place to belong.’
4. ‘Not belonging may lead to self-destructive  

behaviour.’
5. ‘A solitary life is an unfulfilling life.’
6. ‘Individuals make personal sacrifices and  

compromises in order to belong.’
7. ‘Belonging is a basic need and we all need to belong 

in some way.’
8. ‘Our connection to a place extends beyond the 

physical and the present.’
9. ‘Without a place to belong life is devoid of  

meaning.’
10. ‘We can never truly belong if in doing so we  

displace others.’


